Background. We have reported that diagnostic errors factor into 89% of inappropriate inpatient antimicrobial (AM) courses. Here we describe in detail the diagnostic errors that led to inappropriate courses.
Methods. We studied AM courses given to 500 randomly selected VA hospital inpatients between 2007 and 2008. We recorded information about the syndrome or disease that led to AM use (index condition), the initial provider diagnosis of the index condition ( provider diagnosis), and AM drug(s), dose, route, and duration. Each case summary was assigned randomly to 2 of 4 blinded reviewers. Based on data available to providers in real time, reviewers classified the provider diagnosis as correct, uncertain, not correct, or a sign or symptom of a potential infection rather than a syndrome or disease (sign or symptom) and the index AM course as appropriate or not, considering drug selection, route, dose, and duration.
Results. Overall, provider diagnoses were correct in 292/500 (58%) of cases, but accuracy varied by diagnosis. For the 6 most common diagnostic groups (376 [75%] of all cases), accuracy ranged from 90% for bacteremia or sepsis to 27% for cystitis, pyelonephritis, or urosepsis (P < .001). Provider AM courses were considered appropriate in 191/500 (38%) of cases overall, but appropriateness varied in relation to diagnostic accuracy. When provider diagnoses were correct, 181/292 (62%) of courses were appropriate compared with only 10/208 (5%) when diagnoses were incorrect, uncertain, or signs or symptoms (P < .001). Considering the 111 cases in which provider diagnoses were correct and AM courses were inappropriate, reasons included wrong AM drug(s) (81, 73%), wrong duration (43, 39%), wrong dose (5, 5%), another type of drug error (1, 1%), and AM therapy not indicated (11, 4%). In contrast, of the 198 cases in which provider diagnoses were incorrect or uncertain or were signs or symptoms and AM courses were inappropriate, AM therapy was not indicated in 171 (86%) cases. Other reasons included wrong AM drugs (31, 16%), incorrect duration (13, 7%), wrong dose (2, 1%), and another type of drug error (1, 0.5%).
Conclusion. Efforts to improve AM courses should include strategies to help providers make accurate diagnoses of syndromes that might be due to infection.
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